INTERNATIONAL HOLOCAUST MEMORIAL DAY

“…Lest you forget the things that your eyes have seen…make them known to your children and your children’s children…” (Deut. 4:9)

 Most of you will not know that Kees Bakker and I represent our church on the Rotterdam Yom Ha’Shoah Committee, which is a group of ministers, priests and lay people from the Christian and Jewish communities here in Rotterdam. Its members seek to gain increased understanding of  each other through discussions, remembrance services and sharing of stories and experiences. We seek to repair the past, create community, make the lines between ‘us’ and ‘them’ less harsh. 

You also may not be aware that St. Mary’s has recently established a connection with the Israeli Embassy, through the Gidon Saks concert. It is through this connection that we received an invitation to their Holocaust Memorial Day, which this year was a screening of the film “The House on August Street” by Ayelet Bargur, a prize-winning Israeli film director. She made this film as a memory of the life of her great-great aunt, Beate Berger, who, in the 1930’s, ran the Ahawah Jewish orphanage in Berlin. When the Second World War broke out, that determined woman managed to rescue nearly 300 Jewish children from various countries, including more than 100 from Ahawah, by getting them, group by group, into what is now Israel. The story is told not to highlight heroism or tragedy, but to honour memory and love. Berger loved the children in her care, saw what was coming and got as many out as she could for as long as she could. 

 Some of the rescued children are still alive and living in Israel. They are now elderly and frail, but they remember. At the beginning of the film, two old men share their unremarkable pre-war lives as orphans. The food was bad, it was too cold at night, one stole candy from the sweet shop. A woman tells her story: as a girl she should have been sent from the orphanage, but Beate hadn’t the heart to send her, simply for lack of funds, back to Belgium and away from “the only mother I had ever known”. She stayed on and survived. Ayelet brings a notebook to an interview. Its former owner recognizes his handwriting. His drawings, and those of other Ahawah Children, are woven into the footage. A child being seasick over the side of a boat. Children dancing round a tree. Life. 

There is no artificial drama here.  The film is pure, poignant, dignified, understated. Beate Berger’s character is patched and woven tenderly together from the collective memories of her now adult charges and the stories told through two generations by the filmmaker’s family. Ayelet described to us, the audience, that day, how, during her studies in Berlin and at the suggestion of her father, she walked down August Street, where the orphanage was located. Unexpectedly, she discovered  the plaque on August Street commemorating her aunt.  She recreates her experience faithfully on screen. 

Respect and patient listening characterize the interviews. Ayelet talks with the ‘children’ about the process of selection. They tell how they all hoped for a place on the emigration list and a precious visa from the British authorities. They remember how Berger vowed to come back to Ahawah for those not on the list. One old woman talks of a friend who was too young to get a visa (you had to be 14) and maybe too naughty. “What happened to him?”  “He died.” Not another word is said.

The film celebrates life. It does not linger on tragedy and death. That is a remarkable choice in a film with such subject matter. The last shot in the film is a series of close-ups of the faces of the now elderly children of Ahawah. In their eyes we glimpse a faraway look, pain, but also joy, gratitude and above all, love. These people raised families, worked and lived.  

It is hard to pinpoint what touched me the most that afternoon or why I found myself holding back tears on more than one occasion. I know that the film left me with a feeling of power and of hope. “Hatikvah”- the Israeli National Anthem – it means hope. Because of one woman’s choice, nearly 300 souls lived who otherwise would not have.  Knowing that there are ordinary people who, with their lives, dare to choose good, gives us hope. I see God in that choice: to act as His hands on this earth. Maybe the tears are a response to the privilege of having seen that choice in action; in awe and humility, recognizing His potential in us all. 

